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Gladstone now took up the study of Irish problems with
characteristic intensity, and they remained his chief preoccupa-
tion for the rest of his long life. He became convinced that the
root of the trouble lay partly in religion and partly in land-
holding, (i) The Church of Ireland was a Protestant Episcopal
Church, like the Church of England. It enjoyed all sorts of
privileges and owned vast wealth, yet it did not minister to the
spiritual needs of more than a tenth of the population; for
four-fifths of the Irish were Roman Catholics, and half the
remaining fifth were Presbyterians. It stood as a symbol for the
domination of the English ruling class which the Irish hated so
much. (2) The poorer classes in Ireland could not exist
without land, for there were no town industries to which they
could turn as an alternative occupation. The demand being
greater than the supply, landlords could extort almost what
terms they chose. The peasants outbid each other by offering
impossible rents ; and they were liable to be turned out at short
notice without a penny of compensation for any improvements
they had made in the land.
Though Gladstone was a staunch member of the Church of
England, he felt that the privileges of its sister Church in Ireland
were unjust. He therefore brought forward resolutions in the
House of Commons in favour of the disestablishment of the
Irish Church—that is to say, placing it on an equality with all
other religious denominations. Despite the opposition of the
Conservative Government, the House of Commons passed these
resolutions, whereupon Disraeli dissolved Parliament. He
doubtless hoped that the working-class, whom he had en-
franchised so recently (§ 306), would show their gratitude by
returning him to power; but these new electors felt that the
Reform Bill really owed more to Gladstone than to its author ;
and there was a strong feeling in the country in favour of
redressing the grievances of Ireland. So the ensuing General
Election gave the Liberals such a substantial majority that
Disraeli resigned without waiting to be defeated in the new
House,

